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The United States may be well-advised to retain some type of a
presence in Afghanistan even as war weariness mounts and calls for an
expedited withdrawal grow louder, a faculty expert on the war-torn
country warns.
Naval Postgraduate School Center for Homeland Defense and Security
faculty member Seth Jones has served in two civilian posts in
Afghanistan, written extensively on the country and has testified before
Congressional committees four times in 2011 alone.
Osama bin Laden’s death has accelerated calls for expedited U.S.
reduction of troops after almost 10 years of war. In order to continue
combating al-Qaida effectively, Jones believes some military-security
personnel should remain.
The Pakistan-Afghanistan border region remains fairly safe turf for al-
Qaida to plot attacks.
"The U.S. president indicated that one of the core reasons the United States is in Afghanistan is to prevent
Afghanistan from again becoming a sanctuary for terrorists groups, including al-Qaida, that are targeting the
homeland," Jones said while on campus at NPS in June. "There are a range of active plots against the United States
emanating from the Pakistan-Afghanistan border."
Bin Laden’s death weakened al-Qaida, but it remains an active and capable terrorist group that has decentralized
and has shown itself to be agile in moving across borders and hatching trans-national plots.
"Ayman al-Zawahiri, who has taken over leadership of al Qaida in the wake of bin Laden’s death, remains committed
to conducting attacks against the U.S. homeland and its allies overseas," noted Jones.
A security concern for the United States in contemplating a troop drawdown is that the Taliban and its allies could
establish increasing control of territory in Afghanistan, especially with support from neighboring Pakistan. That would
provide al-Qaida with a safe haven.
"I think the biggest concern right now is that several of the largest Afghan insurgent groups, including the Taliban and
Haqqani Network, have relations with al-Qaida," Jones observed. "So one important question is: If the Taliban ends
up gaining control of territory in Afghanistan and retains links to terrorist groups, is that an outcome that is
acceptable for U.S. national security? I think the answer is ‘no.’ But this leads to an additional question: What U.S.
footprint is most effective in preventing that outcome?"
A smaller U.S. "footprint" that employs special operations and intelligence units to weaken Taliban insurgents would
be a more effective approach, Jones noted.
While the war that was rooted in the 9/11 attacks continues to rage, homeland security education remains a critically
important enterprise. Even with al-Qaida cornered in Afghanistan, the group has spawned affiliated groups and is
ever-capable of coordinating attacks on U.S. interests from places such as Somalia and Yemen. Those groups have
been able to enlist a series of homegrown activists to execute their plots, such as Times Square bomber Faisal
Shahzad, Najibullah Zazi, and a few others.
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Education and research at CHDS remains important as part of examining those emerging transnational threats,
Jones added. He emphasized courses such as Intelligence for Homeland Security, the Unconventional Threat to
Homeland Security and Comparative Government for Homeland Security.
"Homeland security involves protecting the homeland, but doing that means understanding and dealing with threats
from oversees," Jones said. "I think we help in a range of ways. CHDS is directly educating homeland security
professionals on the nature of the threats overseas, how other countries have dealt with the threats, and key lessons
we can learn to improve homeland security."
In addition to serving on the faculty of CHDS, Jones is a political scientist with the RAND Corp. He has testified
numerous times before Congress and penned the award-winning 2009 book, "In the Graveyard of Empires:
America’s War in Afghanistan" (2009, W.W. Norton & Company), which won the 2010 Council on Foreign Relations
Silver Medal for best book of the year.
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